The effect of chronic sputum production on respiratory symptoms in severe COPD.
Chronic sputum production is a significant but variable complaint in COPD; its effect on symptom burden has not been comprehensively described. We sought to characterize the daily burden of chronic sputum production in severe COPD and the phenotype of those with chronic sputum symptoms. We studied 50 outpatients with severe COPD who used an electronic diary to document peak expiratory flow (PEF) and respiratory symptoms daily for up to 2 years. A sputum index was derived based on complaints of sputum quantity, color, and consistency, and patients were divided into groups based on average daily sputum index (Low, Medium, High). The presence and severity of respiratory symptoms were scored by a novel method using daily changes in symptoms and PEF from baseline and were categorized into mild, moderate, and severe. Percent emphysema was measured using quantitative CT. In the 14,500 observation days, severe symptom days were greater in the Medium and High groups (379/6089, 1609/4091, and 2624/4317 observation days in Low, Medium, and High, p < 0.0001). The same trend was found even when sputum complaints were removed from the symptom severity score. Observed/predicted PEF ratio was lower in the High group (0.56 ± 0.24, 0.55 ± 0.19, and 0.42 ± 0.12 in each group, p < 0.05 for High compared to Medium and Low). Percent emphysema inversely correlated with average sputum index and quantity (r = -0.449 and r = -0.584, respectively, p < 0.05). Increased sputum production in severe COPD is frequently encountered daily and is associated with more respiratory symptoms, worse airflow obstruction, and less emphysema.